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The first step of any research paper is for the student to understand the assignment. If this is not done, 
the student will often travel down many dead-end roads, wasting a great deal of time along the way. Do 
not hesitate to approach the instructor with questions if there is any confusion. A clear understanding of 
the assignment will allow you to focus on other aspects of the process, such as choosing a topic and 
identifying your audience. 

Topic 

A student will often encounter one of two situations when it comes to choosing a topic for a research paper. 
The first situation occurs when the instructor provides a list of topics from which the student may choose. 
These topics have been deemed worthy by the instructor; therefore, the student should be confident in the 
topic he chooses from the list. Many first-time researchers appreciate such an arrangement by the 
instructor because it eliminates the stress of having to decide upon a topic on their own. 

However, the student may also find the topics that have been provided to be limiting; moreover, it is not 
uncommon for the student to have a topic in mind that does not fit with any of those provided. If this is the 
case, it is always beneficial to approach the instructor with one's ideas. Be respectful, and ask the 
instructor if the topic you have in mind would be a possible research option for the assignment. Remember, 
as a first-time researcher, your knowledge of the process is quite limited; the instructor is experienced, 
and may have very precise reasons for choosing the topics she has offered to the class. Trust that she has 
the best interests of the class in mind. If she likes the topic, great! If not, do not take it personally and 
choose the topic from the list that seems most interesting to you. 

The second situation occurs when the instructor simply hands out an assignment sheet that covers the 
logistics of the research paper, but leaves the choice of topic up to the student. Typically, assignments in 
which students are given the opportunity to choose the topic require the topic to be relevant to some 
aspect of the course; so, keep this in mind as you begin a course in which you know there will be a 
research paper near the end. That way, you can be on the lookout for a topic that may interest you. Do not 
be anxious on account of a perceived lack of authority or knowledge about the topic chosen. Instead, 
realize that it takes practice to become an experienced researcher in any field.  

For a discussion of Evaluating Sources, see Evaluating Sources of Information. 

Methods for choosing a topic 

Thinking early leads to starting early. If the student begins thinking about possible topics when the 
assignment is given, she has already begun the arduous, yet rewarding, task of planning and organization. 
Once she has made the assignment a priority in her mind, she may begin to have ideas throughout the day. 
Brainstorming is often a successful way for students to get some of these ideas down on paper. Seeing 
one's ideas in writing is often an impetus for the writing process. Though brainstorming is particularly 
effective when a topic has been chosen, it can also benefit the student who is unable to narrow a topic. It 
consists of a timed writing session during which the student jots down—often in list or bulleted form—any 
ideas that come to his mind. At the end of the timed period, the student will peruse his list for patterns of 
consistency. If it appears that something seems to be standing out in his mind more than others, it may be 
wise to pursue this as a topic possibility. 

It is important for the student to keep in mind that an initial topic that you come up with may not be the 
exact topic about which you end up writing. Research topics are often fluid, and dictated more by the 
student's ongoing research than by the original chosen topic. Such fluidity is common in research, and 
should be embraced as one of its many characteristics. 

The Purdue OWL also offers a number of other resources on choosing and developing a topic: 

 Understanding Writing Assignments 
 Prewriting 
 Starting the Writing Process 
 Invention Slide Presentation 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/553/01/
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/688/01/
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http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/587/01/
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